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Representatives of the Colombian government and the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia (FARC) are in Europe studying alternative socioeconomic models, which could help the
sputtering peace process. Victor G. Ricardo, the Colombian government's peace commissioner,
and a high-level FARC delegation led by chief negotiator Raul Reyes departed Colombia Feb. 1 for
Sweden and Norway. They will examine the economic models of the two Scandinavian countries,
which both have a long tradition of far-reaching social programs and government commitment to
fostering economic growth and full employment.
"Government representatives and members of FARC will meet undisturbed in Sweden to talk about
the Swedish model in a market economy perspective," said Swedish Foreign Ministry spokesman
Lennart Larsson. "They will hold political dialogues and talk about the peace process for several
days."
At least part of the trip is financed by the Swedish government's overseas aid body, the Swedish
International Development Agency (SIDA), and organized by the International Council of Swedish
Industry, government officials said. In late January, in rebel-controlled southern Colombia,
government and FARC negotiators made an economic agreement the first step toward ending the
conflict. Both sides have said that neither total socialism nor "savage capitalism" is acceptable and
that foreign investment should be encouraged without Colombians ceding control of their natural
resources.
The two sides have set an 18-month timetable to develop a peace agreement. However, analysts
expect the process to take years, and, in the meantime, the fighting continues.

Participants say trip's results are positive
After spending time in Sweden, both sides underscored the significance of the trip. "The
relationship is much better now," said FARC commander Reyes. "The two parties have been able to
better understand each other."
At a joint news conference in Stockholm Feb. 8, Reyes said that the Swedish model, with a widereaching welfare system, could not be transferred to Colombia. "Although Sweden's model is
distinct, it can give us ideas about how to improve what we have at home," he said. "But we
understand that it's impossible to copy the model of such a developed country as Sweden to one as
underdeveloped as Colombia." The trip surprised and angered many Colombians.
In one radio program, 72% of callers opposed offering passports to the rebel commanders,
suspending criminal charges against several of them, and "giving them a trip to Europe." But
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others were enthusiastic. The weekly magazine Semana praised the "surprising and unusual trip,"
while El Espectador newspaper called it "a very important initiative." Before leaving Sweden for
Norway, Reyes repeated that the FARC would not disarm as part of the peace process. "While social
inequalities exist, arms guarantee that the opposition is heard, because in Colombia people who
have demanded social justice have been assassinated," Reyes said.
"For the moment, arms are necessary in the search for peace." On Feb. 13, the FARC and
government negotiators met with UN delegates in Stockholm, discussing distinct peace processes
and international aid in fighting drug trafficking. The following day, the group met with Vatican
officials to emphasize the importance they put on the support of Colombia's Catholic Church in the
peace process.

Efforts to advance ELN process move slowly
Meanwhile, the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) on Feb. 14 announced an end to the
roadblocks that disrupted travel in Antioquia for more than a week. The ELN sent a message to
authorities with the regional prosecutor of the municipality of Sonson, Gloria Cecilia Patino, who
had been held by the rebels for several days. Comandante Timoleon said lifting the roadblocks was
a "good-will gesture."
Although the ELN has less military might than the FARC, it has significant ability to cause havoc,
as it demonstrated with the latest road closures and attacks on the electricity system. In less than a
week, the ELN blocked the principal highway between Santa Fe de Bogota and Medellin twice and
toppled approximately 20 transmission towers, causing blackouts in dozens of towns in northeastern
Colombia. The ELN is pressuring the government to set up a neutral zone similar to the one
controlled by the FARC.
In early February, the ELN said it would accept international verification in the "encounter zone,"
where it wants to hold a "national convention" as a prelude to formal peace negotiations. The ELN
has promised not to carry out "offensive activities" within the area and to relinquish control of the
zone following the national convention and dialogue (see NotiSur, 2000-02-04). The ELN wants the
demilitarized zone in the southern part of Bolivar department, near Cartagena.
The government has not accepted the rebel proposal, citing the strong presence of the paramilitary
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) in the region, the AUC's opposition to the proposal, and
its pressure on the local population. In a letter to Senate president Miguel Pinedo, the AUC said it
would consider anyone who supports an ELN convention a "military target."
In early February, the AUC forced between 6,000 and 10,000 people in the region to demonstrate
against the plan for a demilitarized zone. Interior Minister Nestor Martinez said that the
government is willing to dialogue with the AUC-backed campesino leaders who are carrying out
protests as soon as "they clear the highways and respect the law." On Feb. 15, ELN commander
Antonio Garcia said if an agreement cannot be reached to establish a neutral zone in Colombia,
the next logical step would be to arrange to carry out the convention outside Colombia. Venezuela
has offered to host peace talks. [Sources: Clarin (Argentina), 02/03/00; CNN, 02/06/00; The Miami
Herald, 02/08/00; Associated Press, 02/04/00, 02/11/00, 02/14/00; Reuters, 02/03/00, 02/04/00, 02/08/00,
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02/09/00, 02/15/00; Spanish news service EFE, 02/04/00, 02/06/00, 02/09/00, 02/11/00, 02/15/00; El
Nuevo Herald (Miami), 02/04/00, 02/11-13/00, 02/15/00; Notimex, 02/13/00, 02/15/00]
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